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I can avoid pain, therefore I must be scared
According to recent fear-avoidance models1, catastrophic misinterpretations of pain may lead to pain-related fear, which in
turn can spur avoidance behaviour, meant to avert the perceived danger. Here, we show to what extent avoidance behaviour
induces changes in threat beliefs2, fear of pain3, pain experience. Participants were exposed to a painful heat stimulus and
were divided into two groups, an Avoidance group (AG) and a Control group (CG). Participants in the AG, but not CG, were
instructed they could avoid the full heat intensity at a certain point. In reality, the maximum heat intensity was the same in the
previous phase for both groups. In the test phase avoidance behaviour was omitted.
Christine van Vliet, Ann Meulders, Linda Vancleef & Johan Vlaeyen
Health Psychology, KU Leuven
Clinical Psychological Science, Maastricht University
1. An increase in fear of pain at test phase compared to full
intensity phase for AG, but not CG
2. An increase in threat beliefs at the end of the experiment
for the AG, but not CG
3. More anticipated and experienced pain (intensity and 
unpleasantness) at test than during full intensity phase for 
AG, but not for CG
Conclusions / Discussion
Hypotheses Results
Materials and methods
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Participants
Design and procedure
• n = 64
• 26.11 ± 9.78 years
• pain-free 
Setup Stimuli
• anticipated fear of pain
• anticipated and experienced threat
• anticipated and experienced pain experience 
• eye blink startle responses (during stimulation and ITI)
Measures
• phasic heat stimulus
• visual feedback
• probe 
AG
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Fear of pain
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=
Avoidance Group
Control Group
1) We found support for the hypothesis that avoidance behaviour increases fear of
pain at test phase for the AG.
2) We did not find an increase of threat beliefs of the heat stimuli for AG, but the
data showed a decrease of threat beliefs for CG.
3) The present results confirm the third hypothesis partially: increased anticipated
unpleasantness at test compared to full intensity phase for AG, but not CG.
An interesting finding is that despite identical stimulus temperatures in the
intervention phase, participants in the AG reported lower experienced pain intensity.
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